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Improper Disposal of Smoking Materials in Bark Mulch Sparks Peabody Blaze 

 
State Fire Marshal Stephen D. Coan and Peabody Fire Chief Steven Pasdon said their 

joint investigation into the May 29, 2008 fire at 8 Ashford Trail at The Highlands at 

Dearborn apartment complex in Peabody was started by the improper disposal of 

smoking materials in bark mulch. The fire displaced over 750 people temporarily and the 

residents of 36 apartments permanently and caused more than $5 million in property 

damage. 

 

Coan said, “We have had a number of serious fires this year started by the improper 

disposal of smoking materials in bark mulch used to landscape around buildings. Mulch 

is decaying natural material that is easily ignited. Especially when fresh, it provides the 

right atmosphere to harbor a lit or not fully extinguished cigarette.” 

 

Chief Pasdon said, “The fire started on the exterior near a bank of gas meters. The fire 

itself caused a failure of the natural gas infrastructure and then the gas fed the fire. The 

high winds and the natural gas contributed to the rapid spread of the fire.” He added, 

“This week, both before and after this major fire, there have been several mulch fires at 

the apartment complex started by improper disposal of smoking materials.” 

 

The fire was jointly investigated by members of the Peabody Fire and Police 

Departments and state police assigned to the Office of the State Fire Marshal. Local and 
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state building inspectors and state fire code compliance officers will be inspecting the 

remaining buildings in the complex to assess other code issues before residents are 

allowed to return to their homes.  

 
The management of the apartment complex is removing the mulch next to the buildings 

and providing appropriate cigarette butt receptacles at building entrances. 

 
Coan said, “We have encouraged many smokers to move outdoors instead of smoking 

inside for health reasons. However, it is important to have an appropriate container to 

safely dispose of cigarette butts and ashes.”  

 

The U.S. Fire Administration has a new campaign on preventing smoking fires that 

encourages smokers to “Put It Out. All the Way. Every Time.” Log onto 

http://www.usfa.dhs.gov/campaigns/smoking/ for more information. 

 

Dispose of cigarettes inside your motor vehicle, do not throw them out the window. 

Because of the risk of starting a fire, it is illegal to do so and punishable by a fine of $100 

and/or thirty days imprisonment. 

 

In Massachusetts during 2007, 2,063 fires were caused by smoking including: 657 

structure fires, 43 motor vehicle fires, 1,097 tree, brush or grass fires, 85 trash or rubbish 

fires, 132 special outside fires, and 20 cultivated vegetation or crop fires. 
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